
Mission in an East Asian

Context: The Historical

Context

by Samuel H. Moffett

One practical by-product of ap-

proaching mission in East Asia

from the historical perspective is that

it gives the lie to the commonest of all

criticisms of Christian missions in Asia,

namely that Christianity is an irritat-

ing, alien, western religion that does

not belong in Asia. Sometimes the

criticism comes as a calculated distor-

tion of history; sometimes it springs

simply from ignorance. But in either

case it hurts; and in both cases it is

wrong.

There is an illuminating entry in The

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year A.D.

883. It records an incident in King

Alfred’s desperate fight for the Chris-

tian life of England against the heathen

Danes. London is besieged. The Eng-

lish are encamped against the enemy,

and Alfred makes a vow. Before God
and before his brave Saxons he prom-

ises that if the death-grip of the Danes

on London can be broken he will send

gifts to the holy places of Christen-

dom. His prayers are answered. The
pagan barbarians break off the attack

and take to their Viking ships. And
true to his promise Alfred sends two

envoys from his precarious beachhead

on the far fringes of Christendom, car-
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rying rich gifts back to the heartland

of the faith.

The interesting, and to some histo-

rians puzzling, feature of the account

is that the offerings were sent not only

to Rome—that was to be expected

—

but “also to India to St. Thomas and

St. Bartholomew.” (The Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle: A Revised Translation ,
Dor-

othy Whitelock, ed., p. 50.) A later an-

nalist, William of Malmesbury (Chron-

icle of the Kings of England ,
a 12th

century document) has added that the

Saxon messengers returned from India

“with many brilliant exotic gems and

aromatic juices in which that country

abounds,” gifts from the old Chris-

tians of the east to the new Christians

of England.

The precise location of Alfred’s “In-

dia” can be debated. The envoys may
have gone no farther than to the shrine

of St. Thomas in Edessa, or to South-

ern Arabia, for India was a very vague

term in the literature of the period. But

it is not impossible that they reached

India, and the whole incident is a sig-

nificant reminder that the ninth cen-

tury knew what the nineteenth, and

the twentieth, has too often forgotten:

that Christianity is not a western reli-
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gion. It belongs as naturally and his-

torically to Asia as it does to Europe;

and Saxon kings a thousand years ago

felt a Christian debt not only to nearby

Rome but to far-off Asia.

By way of contrast the church his-

tories of the west even in this ecumen-

ical age have sometimes seemed to turn

their backs on Asia. We leave Jerusa-

lem and Antioch with Paul, and (to

twist Acts 16:6 a bit) “forbidden by

the Spirit to speak the word in Asia”

as it were, we move west as quickly as

we can to Greece and Rome and

Plymouth Rock and rarely look back.

Until, of course, we rediscover Asia

with our own western missionaries. In

so doing, we have done grave disserv-

ice to the cause of the Christian world

mission.

When Christendom, unlike King

Alfred, forgot its ancient debt to Asia,

quite needlessly it promoted, if it did

not create, an image of the Christian

faith that it should at all costs have

tried to avoid: the image of a recent

creed, made in the west by westerners

for the religious exploitation of the rest

of the world.

We could have gone as relatives re-

turning home to pay a debt. But we

had forgotten the debt, and to many

eyes we appeared more as conquerors

than friends. Matteo Ricci, the Jesuit

pioneer in China, tried in every way

he could to take on Chinese ways and

make the good news of the gospel

Chinese. Every way, that is, but the

historical. When he reached Peking in

the year 1600, though he dressed in

Chinese clothes, he was still a for-

eigner and when he asked for an au-

dience with the emperor the powerful

Board of Rites advised the court not to

receive him. “Europe has no connec-

tion with us,” they wrote. This man s

“teaching is of no value. Let no such

novelties be introduced to the palace.

Both they and the missionary alike vvere

unaware of the historical context ol the

Christian mission in East Asia. Had

he known that context, Ricci might

have presented his request quite dif-

ferently and much more powerfully. I

bring no European novelty to China,

he might have said. “A thousand years

ago one of your own emperors re-

ceived a Christian missionary like me

with honor. He invited him to teach.

He even helped him build a church.

But the west had long forgotten that

bit of history. And as the alien envoy

of a European faith he was kept cool-

ing his heels for six months and never

did see the emperor.

Why do we let Asia—or any other

part of the world—continue to iden-

tify the Christian faith as western?

History goes back farther than the age

of exploration. Christianity began in

Asia. That is where Jesus was born. It

spread south into Africa and east into

Asia before, or at least as early as it

moved west into Europe. And from

that perspective church history takes on

a different look.

The first Christian king was not

Constantine—not a westerner but an

Asian. And Constantine’s conversion

did not end the great persecutions; on

the contrary, it began the greatest per-

secutions. When the Roman emperor

became a Christian, the west rejoiced.

But across the Persian border, in Asia,

there was no such joy. As long as Ro-

man emperors considered Christians to

be enemies of Rome, Persia had been

inclined to accept them as friends, and

for two hundred and fifty years Persia

had been a haven for Christian refu-

gees from Roman persecution. But no

more. When Rome became Christian,



THE PRINCETON SEMINARY BULLETIN
its old enemy Persia became anti-

Christian and the great killings began.
The multitude of the Asian martyrs

was beyond enumeration, wrote So-
zomen, the historian, shordy after the

terror had ended. The names of well-

known martyrs alone made a list of
16,000. It was worse than anything
suffered under Rome, yet remarkably
the number of apostasies in Persia was
fewer, a tribute to the steadfast cour-
age of Asia’s early Christians.

The first known church building (as

distinct from a house church) was in

Asia; the first translation of a major
part of the New Testament was into

an Asian tongue; and the greatest mis-
sionary advance in the first 1200 years
of the Christian era, this too was in

Asia. In fact the most remarkable mis-
sions of all time, save in Roman Ca-
tholicism after Loyola or ' in Protes-
tantism after Carey, were the missions
of the Church of the East, called Nes-
torian, which swept across Asia from
the Red Sea to the Pacific and from
Ceylon to the borders of Siberia. For
a short time in the thirteenth century,
what might be termed a Chinese “pope”
ruled most of the Christians of Asia

—

a Mongol monk who became an am-
bassador of the great Kublai Khan and
then was almost kidnapped by Nesto-
rian Christians to be made Catholicos
(or patriarch) of Baghdad. “It may be
doubted,” says Neale in his History of
the Eastern Church

,
“whether even In-

nocent III [at the climax of Rome’s
papacy] possessed more spiritual power
than the [Nestorian] Patriarch in the

city of the Caliphs [Baghdad].”
It is within this context of ancient

Asian history, with all the advantages
that antiquity bestows in traditional

Asian culture, that today’s missionary
to Asia can be working, but as in Ricci’s

day four hundred years ago, still for

the most part neither the missionaries

nor even their Asian colleagues are

generally aware of it. The church in

Asia deserves better than that. It has
earned the right to know and honor
its own Asian Christian heritage.

That heritage begins with a church
so ancient that its origins can be told

only in legend. It sprang up in two
centers, one in India and one in east-

ern Syria just outside the Roman bor-

der, and both centers traced back their

beginnings to one apostolic source, St.

Thomas. If the traditions can be be-

lieved, the mission of St. Thomas as

the Apostle to Asia predated even St.

Paul and his mission to the west. Leg-
ends are not history, of course, but they

are often woven around a core of his-

tory. At any rate, the Thomas tradi-

tion has been so persistently believed

as to become part of the history of the
church in Asia. And not just the his-

tory of the church. He belongs also to

non-Christian Asia. “Remember,” said

a president of India, Dr. Rajendra
Prasad, not too many years ago

—
“Re-

member, St. Thomas came to India
when many of the countries of Europe
had not yet become Christian, and so

those Indians who trace their Christi-

anity to him have a longer history and
a higher ancestry than that of Chris-
tians of many of the European coun-
tries. And it is really a matter of pride
to us that it so happened.” (Compare
China and its attitude and Ricci. A
knowledge of history can do much to

soften cultural antagonisms toward the

gospel.)

Roughly speaking the church’s Asian,

non-western dimensions begin at the

Euphrates River where the Roman
Empire ends in the east and Hellenis-

tic culture meets the orient. But the
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story opens in Jerusalem with the eleven

disciples gathered to plan a strategy of

obedience to the command of Jesus,

“Go ye into all the world and preach

the gospel.” It is told in an early third

century document, The Acts of Thomas,

one of the New Testament apocrypha.

As the story begins they decide to di-

vide up the world between them by

lot x
in the same way that they chose to

elect a successor to Judas Iscariot. The

mandate for India fell to Thomas, and

immediately he had his doubts. “I m
too weak to travel that far,” he said,

“and besides, I don’t speak Indian.” The

Lord appeared to him in a vision, and

still he would not go. Not until the

Lord took things into his own hands

and sold Thomas as a slave to an In-

dian merchant who had come looking

for a carpenter for his king, Gunda-

phar, not until then did Thomas stop

fighting his Lord and go to India:

Thomas the doubter; Thomas the re-

luctant missionary. Not a hopeful be-

ginning for an apostolate to Asia!

This is not the place to debate the

historicity of that old tradition. Schol-

ars have not always been kind to it.

Patiently they pointed out that no king

by the name of Gundaphar had ever

been known in India, and that the

story’s miracles were too obviously un-

believable. The latter objection is true.

But about the middle of the nine-

teenth century, an explorer near the

Indo-Afghanistan border turned up

coins which astonishingly bore the name

of an Indian king, Gundaphar. Re-

search has dated the coins to the first

century. Legends, you see, are not all

myth, though, of course, a Gundaphar

in India doesn’t prove a Thomas was

there too.

Meanwhile, another even stranger

tradition had become associated with

the apostle Thomas: the planting of the

church in the other earliest center of

Asian Christianity, Edessa. Edessa was

the capital of a little border principal-

ity precariously preserving its inde-

pendence between the warring giants

of west and east, Rome and Persia. It

stood at a junction of two strategic trade

routes: one was the Old Silk Road

running east to India and China; the

other ran north and south between

Africa and Syria.

No less an authority than Eusebius,

the father of church history, links

Thomas to the beginnings of the church

in Edessa, but his story is hard to be-

lieve. It is based on letters which, he

says, had been found in the city ar-

chives of Edessa—letters written be-

tween King Abgar the Black of Os-

rhoene and no less a correspondent than

Jesus himself. Abgar’s letter asks for

help and healing from a dread disease.

The reply from Jesus properly sends

regrets. “I must first complete here all

for which I was sent,” he writes, ac-

cording to Eusebius, “and after thus

completing it, be taken up to him who
sent me; and when I have been taken

up I will send you one of my disciples

to heal your suffering and give you life.”

After the ascension this mission is given

to Thomas who in turn sends Thad-

deus (also called Addai) “one of the

Seventy” mentioned in Luke 10 to

Edessa. Abgar is healed and con-

verted, the first Christian king in his-

tory.

The story is of course untrue. But

again, even a fanciful legend may con-

tain a truth. It is not at all impossible

that a King Abgar of Osrhoene was

indeed the first Christian king, and

Osrhoene the first of the kingdoms of

this world to adopt Christianity as its

official religion. Not Eusebius’s Abgar
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the Black, however, and not for an-

other century and a half. The story of
the letters stretches credibility too far.

But there is considerable, if not con-

clusive contemporary evidence, as J. B.

Segal has pointed out in his thorough

history of Edessa (.Edessa, the Blessed

City
, p. 70) that Abgar the Black’s di-

rect descendant Abgar the Great who
ruled Edessa from A.D. 177 to 212 did

become a Christian, and that would
predate Constantine by a hundred years.

But whether or not it could boast a

royal convert is only a secondary ele-

ment of the mission to Edessa. Its sig-

nificance lies rather in the fact that it

represents a major breakthrough into

another culture. It was a thrust of the

gospel beyond the Roman border into

Asia proper. Osrhoene was more Per-

sian than Greek or Roman. Its rulers

were Aramaic-speaking Arabs. Its re-

ligion was the Asian cult of the stars.

It was oriental, not western.

Also significant is the fact that the

“bridge of God’’ into Asia (to use

McGavran’s phrase) was the Jewish
Christian, not the Hellenistic-Chris-

tian community. The oldest record of
the evangelization of Edessa (the Doc-
trine ofAddai, ca. 4th century) says that

Addai the evangelist sent by Thomas
went first to the house of Tobias, son

of Tobias the Jew. It was a natural

bridge. The evangelists were Jewish,

and in the Jewish communities of
Mesopotamia they found respected, well

integrated groups already prepared for

the gospel both by their knowledge of

the Old Testament and by their op-

position to the surrounding paganism.

The same may have been partly true

in India. There were very early Jewish

communities there, and the other

Thomas tradition, that of the Acts of
Thomas, mentions that his first con-

vert on the way to India was a little

Jewish flute-girl at the court of the king
of Andrapolis.

If the first wave of missionary ad-

vance into Asia was Jewish-Christian,

the second was Syrian, east Syrian. The
language of Osrhoene was Syriac. Very

early, through Justin Martyr’s Assyr-

ian disciple, Tatian, Edessa began to

give the gospel to the people in their

own language, not the Greek Koine.

It is a measure of the importance of

Bible translation in the growth of the

church that not until Tatian took the

gospel record out of what he felt was
its imprisonment in the language of

Roman Asia, which was Greek, and
put it into Syriac, did it gather mis-

sionary momentum and begin to spread

outside the cities into the countryside.

(See F. C. Burkitt, Early Christianity

Outside the Roman Empire
, p. 12.)

Tatian was emphatically and una-

shamedly Asian. “I am an Assyrian,”

he declared proudly in his Address to

the Greeks, and went on to enumerate
all the ways in which Asia (the whole
non-Greek world, in fact, for he in-

cluded North Africa) excels the west.

Where did the Greeks learn their as-

tronomy? From Asia. Their alphabet,

their poetry and music, their postal

system, even? All from Asia. “In every

way the east excels,” he said if I may
summarize and paraphrase him, “and
most of all in its religion, the Christian

religion, which also comes from Asia

and which is far older and truer than

all the philosophies and crude reli-

gious myths of the Greeks” (Ch. 1).

Edessa, and its sister border-king-

dom of Adiabhene, became the mis-
sionary centers for outreach into Asia.

It was the mother church for the east

outside the empire, and prided itself

on becoming a visible witness to the
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whole world. The first recorded notice

of a Christian church building is an

entry for the year A.D. 201 in the

Chronicle of Edessa reporting flood

damage to “the nave of the church of

the Christians.” By that time its mis-

sionaries had carried the gospel the

length and breadth of the Persian Em-

pire from the Roman border to the

Hindu Kush and from Armenia to the

Persian Gulf.

The Syrian missionaries, appar-

ently, were drawn largely from the

ranks of the ascetic monks of the des-

erts and caves. They became the pop-

ular models of sainthood in the eastern

church, as also in Egypt. There is a

striking difference, however, between

the better-known Egyptian hermits and

their Syrian counterparts. In Egypt the

call was to leave the world; in Asia,

except among the extremists (the En-

cratites), the call to self-denial in the

early period at least, was almost al-

ways associated with the call to go and

preach and serve. Edessa’s ascetics, in-

stead of turning hermit became wan-

dering missionaries, healing the sick,

feeding the poor and preaching the

gospel as they moved from place to

place. In a study of early Syriac tradi-

tion, Murray describes them as

“homeless followers of the homeless

Jesus ... on ceaseless pilgrimage

through this world.” Moving ever far-

ther to the east they crossed the deserts

and began to climb the high steppes of

Central Asia. By the end of the second

century Bardaisan of Edessa reported

that Christian groups had sprung up

even among the Gilanians near the

Caspian Sea and the Bactrians in what

is now Afghanistan.

If so, then in less than 200 years after

the death of Christ, these “homeless

followers of the homeless Jesus, these
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missionaries of the Church of the East,

had carried the faith not just across the

borders of Rome but halfway across

Asia.

But by then Edessa, the home base

for their advance into Asia, was about

to be snatched back into the west. Not

long after the death of Abgar the Great,

the friend of the Christians, his Os-

rhoene dynasty came to an end and

Edessa, broken from its Persian con-

nections, became a Roman colony. The

Syrian wave lost its momentum, and

the third wave of advance for Asian

Christianity was Persian.

As so often in church history, times

of defeat clear the way for new begin-

nings. In the Persian period, which

stretches over four hundred years from

the beginning of the third to the be-

ginning of the seventh century, for the

first time an organized Asiatic base for

Asian missions emerges, and a pattern

of missionary strategy and discipline

that was to roll back the eastern fron-

tier of the church beyond the roof of

the world to the shores of an un-

known sea, the Pacific.

The process was very gradual, and

can be known only in part, but it be-

gan with a theological school and a the-

ological consensus, and with a church

cohesively independent but not will-

ingly separatist, and with a missionary

discipline forged in the monasteries of

the east. It began with the School

of Edessa, sometimes called the School

of the Persians, and with the Church

of the East—(that was its own name

for itself)—which came to be known

as Nestorian.

When Rome seized Edessa it ab-

sorbed its church into the west but

drove its theological school into Persia.

It is unkind to say so, but Persia got

the better part of the bargain. Not that
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the church in Edessa declined. On the

contrary it waxed strong. It produced
scholars and saints and bishops. It grew
rich, so rich, in fact that in the fourth

century it built a solid silver chapel to

house the bones of St. Thomas, reput-

edly brought all the way from India,

two thousand miles away.

But the glory of Edessa was not a

silver shrine. It was its school of the-
ology which may well have been the
oldest theological seminary in the world.
It was probably in existence as early as

the west’s first theological school at

Alexandria. That would be the latter

part of the second century. At any rate,

for the next half a millennium it re-

mained the major center of theological

learning for Asia—even after it had
been driven across the border into

Persia, and even after Persia fell to Is-

lam. Its language, Syriac, “became the

Christian language of Asia as Latin
became the Christian language of Eu-
rope (R. A. Aytoun, City Centres of
Early Christianity

, p. 135).

Toward the end of the fifth century,
when theological controversy in the
west boiled over into the first Great
Schism and blew the church apart into

three pieces (Orthodox, Monophysite,
and Nestorian), a Monophysite bishop
of Edessa, called “the Mad Dog” bishop
by most of the seminarians, smelled the

odor of Nestorianism in the School of
Edessa. He persuaded the Emperor in

Constantinople to close the school for

heresy. But instead of obeying and
closing, the head of the seminary,
Narses, known as the “Harp of the

Spirit” to his friends, but called “the
Leper” (meaning theological leper) by
his enemies, simply moved the school
across the border into Persia, only forty

miles away. Thereby the west lost its

most effective channel of intellectual

communication between east and west,

and only Persia gained. It had been
the one center where Persian Chris-
tians could study not only the Greek
church fathers, but also Greek philos-

ophy and logic; and where Byzantine
Romans and Syrians and Persians met
in peace not in war. All this was now
lost to the west.

But once safely across the border in

Asia proper, the school prospered as

never before. Reorganized as the School

of Nisibis it brought new life and
learning surging into the Persian
church. Sober, no-nonsense Bible exe-
gesis was the heart and center of the

curriculum, after the fashion of Theo-
dore of Mopsuestia who shunned the

allegorical fancies of Alexandria and the

west. Students overflowed the camel-
yard which was the first make-shift
campus. Enrollment climbed to more
than a thousand. The fifth century rules

of the school, which still amazingly
survive, display the same sober, no-
nonsense approach to campus life as to

Bible study. Classes began at dawn.
Students were forbidden to enter tav-

erns, read secular books, beg, steal,

marry, or be untidy in their appear-
ance. (See J. B. Chabot, “L* Ecole de
Nisibe, Son Histoire, Ses Statuts” in

Varia Syriaca
, I. 55.)

The tragic tensions which drove the

theological school into Asia had at least

one other positive result. They gave the

Persian church a new sense of identity,

a smaller identity but perhaps for that

very reason sharper. It became self-

consciously national, no longer torn in

its loyalties between Persia and Byzan-
tium. Rejected by the west, it became
Persian, independent and equal. Its

patriarch (or Catholicos) in the Persian

capital of Seleucia-Ctesiphon was de-
clared second to none whether in Rome
or Constantinople.

In the same way, theologically re-
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jected by the west and prodded by the

teaching of the School of Nisibis, it

became Nestorian. It rallied to the de-

fense of the so-called heresy of Nesto-

rius, whose death in exile was to the

east a martyrdom. Judged by his own
works, which have come to light only

in the last century, Nestorius seems

scarcely as heretical as the west had

always thought him. At no time did

he deny the deity of Christ. He merely

insisted that it be clearly distinguished

from Christ’s humanity. The Church

of the East can properly be called Nes-

torian. It was now recognizably sepa-

rated from the west both by politics as

Persian and by theology as Nestorian.

It became Asian.

From this theologically, ecclesiasti-

cally and nationally integrated center,

Nestorian missions now began to push

irresistibly east across the continent. All

along the Old Silk Road that wound
like a twisted thread from the Roman
border to the golden capital of China

at Chang’an below the Great Wall,

Nestorian missionaries began to preach

to the nomad, Shamanist warriors of

the steppes.

These were the Huns of Central

Asia, and the missionary methods used

by the Nestorians to reach them are

described by a sixth century contem-

porary. About the year 500 two Chris-

tian missionaries found their way into

Bactria, now northern Afghanistan.

Both were laymen; one a tanner. They
found some Christians already there,

captives taken by the Huns in raids

and held as slaves. Later the two lay

missionaries were joined by ordained

missionaries, a bishop and four priests.

The ordained missionaries stayed only

seven years but the two laymen stayed

for thirty. All seven, it is said, lived on

a diet of just seven loaves of bread and

one jar of water a day. They preached,

converted, baptized, and even or-

dained priests from among the Huns

who, they discovered, were intermin-

gled with Turkish tribes. To their

evangelism they added education and

taught the Huns to write their own

spoken language. Soon the Nestorian

missionaries were joined by a practi-

cal, and tolerant (for he must have been

a Monophysite) Armenian bishop. This

bishop taught the Christian Turks how

to plant vegetables and sow corn. By

the end of the century there were so

many Christians among the Turks that

when Byzantine Rome went to war

against them they found that their

Turkish prisoners all had crosses tat-

tooed on their foreheads. How ironic,

as Mingana has noted, that today the

word “Turk” is synonymous with

Moslem, whereas in reality their

ancestors were Christians before Mo-

hammed was born. As the Moslems

began to sweep into Persia from the

desert about A.D. 640, on the far side

of the Persian Empire, Persian mis-

sionaries were exulting in mass con-

versions to the Christian faith. The

tribal kings of the Turks were accept-

ing the faith and bringing whole tribes

into the church with them. (A. Min-

gana, The Early Spread of Christianity

in the East
, pp. 303 ff.)

But at that very time an even more

dramatic breakthrough was taking place

farther east yet. It is the year A.D. 634

or 635, and as we reconstruct the scene,

a Persian missionary, a monk from

Arbela or Ctesiphon, joins a caravan

riding the Old Silk Road from Anti-

och across Persia into the high snows

of the Pamirs. There, somewhere in

the icy no-man’s land between Roshan

and Fergana (both now in the U.S.S.R)

at a place called the Stone Tower, the

Roman caravan would meet a line of

dusty camels from China, and Roman
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gold would be changed for Chinese silk.
(See L. Halperin, “The Lands Be-
tween the Roman Empire and China,”
Cambridge Ancient History

,
xii, pp. 96

ff.) There also a weary missionary
might persuade the Mongol horsemen
to let him change secretly to the Chinese
camels for a 2000-mile ride through the
world’s most isolated wastes to China.

This is how the first Christian mis-
sionary came to the Far East. His name,
Alopen, is known to us only through
the discovery in the 17th century of
the celebrated Nestorian monument.
Alopen found, to his probable aston-
ishment, that the Chinese capital,
Chang’an, was a greater city than his
own Persian capital of Ctesiphon. The
T’ang emperor, Tai Tsung, received
him with surprising courtesy. Perhaps
it was because the Emperor’s grand-
mother was a Turk, said to have been
a Nestorian Christian. Or perhaps it

was because of the Chinese love of
learning. When the Emperor found that
the new faith brought by the Persians
was the religion of a book, he wel-
comed him with honor, gave him
quarters in the magnificent imperial
library, and ordered him to begin
translating his Scriptures. Three years
later he gave the missionary funds from
his own treasury for the building of
the first Christian church in China.
That was the year A.D. 638. Two years
later, in 640, and 4,000 miles away, the
Persian capital, home of the mission-
aries and seat of the patriarch of
Christian Asia, fell to the armies of a
fierce and newer faith, Islam. It was
the beginning of the end for the first
wave of Nestorian missions.

But Christianity had come to East
Asia, and even that first Nestorian
wave, cut off from home base though
it was survived and indeed spread for

another 300 years. It had come entirely
by way of Asia, brought there by
Asians, not westerners from Europe or
America. Christianity is not “foreign”
in Asia; it is itself Asian. That is the
first lesson of the historical context. Let
the Asian church be Asian.

Are there any other lessons, by way
of conclusion? I recall the delicately
phrased mandate of this lectureship that
it try to be practical.

What about that first wave of mis-
sion in Asia, the Jewish-Christian, be-
ginning with Thomas? Might it not
suggest, if we are sensitive, that a cer-
tain amount of reluctance is not a bad
trait for a missionary. Humility, and
even a modicum of self-doubt are more
Christian and more effective than ar-
rogant self-assurance. And how better
can a western missionary go to Asia,
which still remembers the crusades,
than as a slave of Jesus Christ, not a
soldier of the cross. But don’t misin-
terpret this. The lesson is not reluc-
tance; the real lesson is that reluctant
or not those first of all the missionaries
evangelized.

And the second, the Syrian wave?
Its life style was simple, often radically
ascetic; and it spoke the language of
the people. Now neither simple life
style nor foreign languages come easily
to Americans. So we have more to learn
than we may want to learn from those
homeless followers of the homeless

Jesus ... on ceaseless pilgrimage
through this world.”
The third wave was Persian—Bi-

ble-trained, theologically oriented, ea-
ger to plant and bent on organizing
the church. Some say they indigenized
too fast, those Nestorians, producing a
syncretized church—Christians with
Christian signs and Buddhist minds.
That may have been partly true, but it
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is more likely that they did not indig-

enize enough. When the first Nesto-

rian wave disappeared, as it did in

China in the 10th century, it was still

Persian, not Chinese. After three

hundred years of missions it remained

a church of “foreigners” and it van-

ished without a trace.

But not permanently. It came back

again
2

as the church always does. Per-

haps the most important lesson of all

to learn from this brief survey is sim-

ply patience, and perseverance and

above all, trust—trust not in the mis-

sion or even the church, but in God.
The church can be wiped out, but the

Holy Spirit never gives up. Like the

wind and the waves, so is the Spirit.

“The wind blows where it wills, and
you hear the sound of it but you do
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not know whence it comes or whither

it goes” (John 3:8). The waves ad-

vance, recede; they ebb and flow. In

Asia, seven waves already, and we have

only looked at four. In our time some

say the tide is going out again. Per-

haps. But I doubt it. And even if it is,

we can still trust the Spirit. The waves

keep coming in, and who will give the

next wave its name I do not know. It

may be Asian once again as it was so

long ago. But whatever its name it must

carry the Name that is above every

name. And it must make that name
Chinese, and Hindi and Arabic, as in

some greater Pentecost, until the king-

doms of this world shall become the

Kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Je-

sus Christ.

“Experiencing God’s gracious presence in the midst of our suffering and taking part in a positive

redemptive act do not normally come about without some preparation. The nature and effects of

suffering must be reflected upon, and acted upon rightly, so that the experience of suffering itself

may be redemptive.” (Traces of God ,
by Diogenes Allen, p. 47 .)
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